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An influential Roman Catholic bishop and some elected officials warn that armed conflict could
erupt again in Chiapas state unless a dispute over the results of the Aug. 21 gubernatorial election
is resolved soon. According to official results, the election was won by Eduardo Robledo of the
Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), who received 50% of the vote, compared with about 35%
for Amado Avendano of the Democratic Revolution Party (PRD). The remaining 15% was divided
among other candidates.
According to independent election observers and records at the Federal Electoral Institute (Instituto
Federal Electoral, IFE), Chiapas had the highest rate of election irregularities and complaints
about fraud after the Aug. 21 elections. On the other hand, few independent electoral observers
are willing to support claims that the PRI won the election through outright fraud. Nevertheless,
Avendano's supporters continue to press on with their claim the PRI won the election through fraud
and coercion and have vowed to take whatever steps are necessary to block Robledo from taking
office on Dec. 8.
Spporters of the PRD candidate include the Zapatista National Liberation Army (Ejercito Zapatista
de Liberacion Nacional, EZLN), which has threatened another uprising unless Robledo resigns his
post. In mid-October, the EZLN announced that all direct contact with the "supreme government"
would be ended immediately unless President Carlos Salinas de Gortari's administration softened
its hard-line position on the election and met other EZLN demands, including the punishment of
those responsible for recent political assassinations in Chiapas.

Zapatistas 'preparing for war'
In an interview with reporters from Spain's El Mundo daily newspaper, EZLN spokesman
Subcommander Marcos said that the Zapatistas are preparing for war. "We are preparing ourselves
to fight because the government's supposed willingness to dialogue is not sincere," Marcos told the
newspaper. He accused the Salinas administration of pretending to seek negotiations with the EZLN
in order to ensure that no problems would emerge before the Aug. 21 presidential and gubernatorial
elections.
Marcos suggested the government is now looking at only two options: unconditional surrender by
the EZLN or annihilation of the rebels. Samuel Ruiz the bishop of San Cristobal de las Casas, who
has served in a role of mediator between the government and the EZLN warned that the differences
over the election are wide enough to endanger the fragile peace that has prevailed since a cease-fire
was called on Jan. 12 of this year.
"The official candidate vows to take office on Dec. 8, while opponents are adamant about
establishing an independent and democratic territory," said Bishop Ruiz. "This represents a formula
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for war." Nevertheless, Bishop Ruiz has continued to direct his harshest criticism at the Salinas
administration. In fact, after a meeting on Oct. 31 with President Salinas and the government's
Chiapas Peace Commissioner, Jorge Madrazo Cuellar, Bishop Ruiz said he was discouraged by
the president's lack of flexibility. "The people of Chiapas have not seen any signs to indicate the
possibility that their problems will be resolved," Bishop Ruiz said in a statement to reporters on
Nov. 12.
"The situation becomes more tense daily because we are running out of time to negotiate a peaceful
transition." The recent EZLN complaints also include reports that the Mexican army has resumed
harassment of Zapatista supporters and has begun to move troops to areas beyond the boundaries
established after a cease-fire agreement was reached last March. For their part, Mexican military
officials have denied such reports.
While renewed fighting remains a real possibility, political observers suggest that the EZLN is also
looking for a peaceful resolution to the problem. For example, on Nov. 5, delegates at the second
National Democratic Convention (Convencion Nacional Democratica, CND), which was sponsored
by the EZLN, resolved to avoid the "option of war." The convention held in the Chiapas capital of
Tuxtla Gutierrez attracted 1,500 delegates from across Mexico. A similar gathering was convened in
rebel territory in early August, prior to the Aug. 21 elections. Still, even after passing the resolution
to seek a peaceful solution to the dispute over the Aug. 21 election, the delegates also issued a
statement warning that Mexico is the midst of a "national emergency," given the lack of flexibility
exhibited by the Salinas administration.
The ongoing dispute in Chiapas has created concern among other government officials. On Nov. 13,
after meeting with members of a national mediation panel (Comision Nacional de Intermediacion,
Conai), interim Chiapas Governor Javier Lopez Moreno described the situation in the state as
"critical" and urged a solution using input from both Robledo and Avendano. In their antigovernment statements, EZLN officials have made little mention of president-elect Ernesto Zedillo,
instead focusing their criticism directly on Salinas.
However, on Nov. 2, Bishop Ruiz confirmed that he has held informal talks with a negotiating team
appointed by Zedillo. Ruiz told reporters a major purpose of the talks was to set the ground rules for
future negotiations. The church leader said the president-elect was waiting until a formal ratification
by congress of his presidency before making any public statements regarding the situation in
Chiapas.

Cardenas offers to mediate
Meantime, former presidential candidate Cuauhtemoc Cardenas of the PRD has volunteered to
perform a mediating role between the government and the EZLN. In a press statement after meeting
for three hours with Marcos on Nov. 9, Cardenas said the government headed by Salinas has not
taken any effective steps to promote a dignified peace process. According to political columnist
Miguel Angel Rivera of La Jornada daily newspaper, Cardenas's participation in the peace process
is supported by most members of the PRI. In fact, in a public statement on Nov. 14, interim governor
Lopez Moreno a member of the PRI endorsed any efforts by Cardenas to mediate a solution to the
conflict as a "private citizen" and not as a member of any political party. On the other hand, on
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Nov. 10 the leadership of the National Action Party (PAN) rejected any mediating role for Cardenas,
instead suggesting that the government should continue working through Bishop Ruiz.
Some members of the PRI, meantime, blamed Peace Commissioner Jorge Madrazo Cuellar for the
lack of progress in negotiations with the EZLN. "It is evident that Madrazo's performance has left
much to be desired," said PRI deputies Alejandro Encinas and Alberto Carrillo, who were quoted by
El Universal newspaper. Encinas and Carrillo called for Madrazo to resign his post.
The possibility of armed conflict exploding again has created some concern in the business
community. On Nov. 3, the main index at the Mexican Stock Exchange (BMV) declined sharply,
in part because of a rumor that fighting broke out again in Chiapas, but also because of a sharp
drop in the Telefonos de Mexico stock (Telmex). The Telmex decline had nothing to do with the
Chiapas situation, however, but rather to news that US telephone giant AT&T had decided to form a
partnership with Grupo Alfa and not with Telmex.
The lack of solution to the underlying problems has also attracted the attention of the InterAmerican Development Bank (IDB). In a report released in early November, the IDB urged
president-elect Ernesto Zedillo to place a higher priority on poverty-alleviating measures in order to
distribute economic gains more equitably. According to the report, by addressing social needs, the
government creates a more politically stable climate in Mexico, not only preventing a flight of capital
but attracting new foreign investment.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

